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Distribution of Complementaiy Information Relating to Recently Purchased 

Items 

Biickgroun4 of the InventjQn 

Field of the invention 

The present invention relates to distributing information related to products already 
purchased by a purchaser, and in particular to the distribution of complementary information 
related to products which a purchaser has recently purchased. 
Discussion of the background 

Manufacturers and retailers distribute through many channels a variety of information 
concerning products which they sell. The distributed information includes information which 
complements the product and assists the purchaser of a product to properly and fully utilize 
the product in a broad range of applications. Such complementary information includes 
warranty information, suggested uses for the product, information concerning other products 
which may complement the use of the product, and information describing other products in 
which the purchaser may be interested given his purchase of the last purchased product. 

Usage suggestions are one type of complementary information distributed by 
manufacturers and retailers. Usage suggestions may be distributed to purchasers of a product 
to make the purchaser aware of more ways to use that product. Distributing these usage 
suggestions may increase sales of a product by encouraging the purchaser to use the product 
for a greater number of purposes than he or she would have if he or she were unaware of the 
alternative uses described in the usage suggestions. Usage suggestions may also describe the 
use of multiple products, either separately or in combination, and thereby encourage the 
purchaser to purchase the multiple products needed to implement the usage suggestion. 
Distributing usage suggestions may also develop new purchasers for a product. An individual 
who is not normally interested in a product may find a suggested use of that product desirable 
and purchase that product for the suggested use. This is especially true if a usage suggestion 
suggests using multiple products and the individual has already purchased and currently has 
on hand some of the products but has never purchases the remaining products. If an 
individual finds the usage suggestion desirable, he or she will purchase the other products for 
the first time and may thereafter continue to purchase the other products. 
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Usage suggestions take many forms according to the product whose use is suggested. 
Uses for hardware products and even tools may be described in usage suggestions which 
instruct the purchaser how to build a project such as a bird house or decorative fixture. Food 
producers often distribute recipes involving the use of their food products. 

Usage suggestions are distributed to customers in a variety of ways. Product 
packaging or documentation enclosed in the packaging often contains instructions for the use 
of the product and may further describe projects or unconventional uses of the product. 
Packaged food goods manufacturers often print recipes on their product's packaging which 
use the food product in unconventional ways in an attempt to increase the use of the product 
by the customer. An example of the latter case is breakfast cereal boxes which have recipes 
describing the use of the breakfast cereal to make candy or other dessert items. Distributing 
usage suggestions with the product has proven effective since the individual has the product 
on hand when he or she sees the usage suggestion and is therefore encouraged to implement 
the usage suggestion. The complexity of these usage suggestions, however, is limited 
because it is not known which other products the purchaser has on hand and effective usage 
suggestions are limited to those which use common products that the purchaser is likely to 
have on hand. 

Distributing food preparation recipes is a popular method of increasing the diversity 
of a food product's use. Consumers desire variety in their meals and providing a recipe, 
which requires ingredients the consumer has on hand and which instructs one in the 
preparation of a unconventional dish, facilitates a consumer in achieving variety in his or her 
meals. Choosing recipes to widely distribute is difficult because interesting recipes often 
have a fairiy large number of different ingredients and assuming which ingredients a 
consumer has on hand is not reliable. More complex recipes are usually selected by the 
consumer, who is then responsible for knowing the items he or she has on hand and 
determining which recipes he or she may prepare. In order to find a practical recipe, 
consumers must usually spend considerable time looking through a cookbook in search of a 
recipe that requires only products that are on hand. 

Summary of the Invention 
It is an object of the present invention to automatically distribute complementary 
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information to individual consumers for products that the consumer probably has on hand. 

It is a further object of the present invention to allow product promoters to distribute 
complementary information, including product usage suggestions, to a customer for products 
or services that he or she has recently purchased, and therefore probably still has on hand, in 
order to encourage product consumption by that customer. 

It is another object of the present invention to allow promoters to distribute to 
individual customers usage suggestions which require services or products that the individual 
customer has not recently purchased in order to encourage the purchase of those services or 
products. 

It is yet another object of the present invention to allow the automated distribution to 
customers of information concerning products or services that customer has recently 
purchased. 

It is yet another object of the present invention to allow automated distribution of 
further purchase suggestions, which may include purchasing incentives for the suggested 
purchases, to customers based upon products or services that the target customer has recently 
purchased. 

It is another object of the present invention to allow the automatic distribution of 
complementary information in a manner that will cause the information to be received by a 
customer when it is most likely to be of interest to that customer. 

The present invention achieves these and further objectives by providing a method, 
system and computer program product for automatically targeting and distributing 
complementary information to customers based upon recent purchases made by that 
individual customer. A system implementing the present invention includes a computer 
system that maintains a database, which stores customer identifications and optionally 
customer demographic data concerning individual customers. The system of the present 
invention identifies purchase transaction items, which may be products or services, made by 
purchasers who present identification during the purchase transaction and stores a description 
of these purchases (by item purchased, dollar amount of purchase and cost of each item) in a 
database in association with the customer's identification and the date and time of the 
purchase. The present invention further stores information which complements purchasable 
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items, such as cooking recipes in which a purchasable item is an ingredient, warranty 
information and information concerning other purchasable items that are related to those 
purchased by the customer. The stored descriptions of customer purchases are compared to 
the purchasable items for which complementary infomiation is stored. If a customer has 
purchased products within a specified time frame and for which information is stored, the 
present invention will send the complementary information to the customer. The system of 
the present invention may send the information through electronic communications, such as 
e-mail, or printed information may be sent to the customer's address which is stored in the 
customer database. E-mail messages may be sent to arrive at the customer's account at 
presumed times of interest, such as sending cooking recipes to a workplace e-mail address 
just before quitting time. The system of the present invention may also maintain a World 
Wide Web site which includes separate display pages for each customer and which display 
the recipe information, along with images depicting preparation instructions and the finished 
dish. 

Brief Description of the Drawings 

Figure 1 is a schematic diagram showing the interconnection between major 

components of the preferred embodiment of the present invention; 

Figure 2 is a schematic of a data record stored in the purchase database; and 
Figure 3 is a schematic of data records stored in the complementary information 

database including an expansion of a specified set of items sub-record. 

Description of the Preferred Embodiments 

The present invention provides an automated mechanism to distribute information that 
complements recent customer purchases. The present invention may be used to distribute 
complementary information consisting of usage suggestions for mechanical items, such as 
power tools, hardware and shop supplies, as well as recipes for meals using grocery products 
recently purchased by a customer. The present invention may also distribute other 
information related directly to the recently purchased product, such as warranty or safety 
information. 

Another type of information which the present invention may distribute is descriptions 
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of services or products which complement a purchasable item, which is a service or product, 
that a customer has recently purchased. Complementary services or products include services 
or products used in conjunction with the purchased product. For example, information 
concerning drill bits may be sent to a recent drill purchaser since drill bits complement a drill 
in the sense that both products are often used together to achieve the result of forming a 
drilled hole. Complementary services or products fiirther include services or products in 
which the customer may be interested given his or her recent purchases. For example, 
information concerning renting a movie that is a sequel or similar movie to a movie recently 
rented by the customer. 

The preferred embodiment described herein focuses upon distributing food 
preparation recipes that use food products which a customer has purchased in recent purchase 
transactions, and which are assumed to still be in his or her household. The focus in this 
description upon recipes is to improve clarity of the description of the preferred embodiment 
and it is to be noted that distributing the other complementary information, such as that 
described above and elsewhere in this specification, may be accomplished by an embodiment 
of the present invention that is similar to the described embodiment. 

The preferred embodiment of the present invention comprises a computer resident 
data processor which accepts information describing purchase transaction items, i.e. products 
or services purchased, that a customer has purchased during one or more recent purchase 
transactions, stores a description of the purchase transaction items purchased and analyzes 
these purchases to determine if the customer has purchased a specified set of items. The 
system of the present invention may limit its analysis to purchase transactions which occurred 
within a given time period, such as within a short, recent time period. A specified set of 
items in the context of the present invention is a set of items of which a description is stored 
in conjunction with complementary information. A specified set of items may consist of only 
one item, or the specified set of items may consist of multiple items. A customer's purchase 
of a specified set of items will trigger the sending of the complementary information that is 
stored in association with that specified set of items to the purchasing customer. 

A schematic diagram of the preferred embodiment is illustrated in figure 1. The 
complementary information server 101 is the central processor performing much of the 
processing performed in the preferred embodiment. The complementary information server 



-5- 



wo 01/45062 



PCT/USOO/02532 



101 analyzes descriptions, which are stored in a computer database, of recent purchases made 
by each customer, determines product usage suggestions or other complementary information 
to send to the customer making the purchase, and causes the information to be provided (e.g. 
delivered) to the customer. 

The initial data required by the present invention is a list of purchase transaction items 
a customer has recently purchased. Purchase transaction items are purchasable items (e.g. 
products or services) that a customer (or purchaser) is purchasing or has purchased in a 
purchase transaction. A customer who has purchased a product or service is referred to herein 
as a purchaser. In the preferred embodiment, the Point of Sale (POS) system 105 
accumulates a description of purchase transaction items and communicates it to the purchase 
database 102. The POS system 105 comprises conventional electronic cash register 
equipment used in many retail outlets to determine the list of purchase transaction items that 
are purchased by a customer in a purchase transaction and to calculate the total purchase 
amount to be paid. The POS system 105 generates this description of the purchase 
transaction items and generates an electronically readable list of these items. The POS 
system 105 utilized by the preferred embodiment comprises a scanner 106 which reads 
printed bar codes that are placed on products the retailer has offered for sale. The POS 
system operator will pass these printed bar codes across the scanner 106 and the scanner will 
generate an electronically readable signal corresponding to the product being passed across 
the scanner. The POS system 105 further comprises an operator interface allowing the 
operator to enter purchase transaction items such as services or items without attached or 
affixed barcodes. This electronically readable signal is processed by the POS system 105 
and is used to generate an electronically readable list containing all of the purchase 
transaction items purchased by that customer during that transaction. 

The POS system 105 also comprises a customer identification means, referred to in 
figure 1 as an ID Reader 115. ID reader 1 15 determines the identification of the customer 
making the current purchase and allows the POS system 105 to associate the customer's 
identification with the customer's purchase selections. The ID reader 1 15 in the preferred 
embodiment reads a printed bar code contained upon an identification card provided to the 
customer by the retailer. The card used in the preferred embodiment may be a frequent 
shopper card, which is an identification card used by retailers to offer special promotions to 
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customers who have registered for a frequent shopper card. The retailers encourage 
customers to present their frequent s lopper card by making these special promotions 
available only to customers who present a frequent shopper card. A retailer may accumulate 
and analyze the purchase selections made by a particular customer who presents the same 
frequent shopper card in order to determine shopping patterns for individual customers and 
more effectively direct incentives to either each individual customer or to customers in 
general. Ahemative embodiments of the present invention may use different customer 
identification techniques and the ID readers 115 utilized by these embodiments are designed 
according to the identification techniques used by the particular embodiment. Examples of 
alternative identification techniques include reading data encoded upon a magnetic stripe on a 
card (including credit cards and bank account debit cards), reading a checking account 
number of a check used by the customer to pay for his or her purchases, or measuring 
customer biometrics such as fingerprints, iris patterns and other techniques known to 
practitioner in the relevant arts. Customer identification means in embodiments using data 
encoded onto a magnetic stripe may read that data by passing the magnetic stripe across a 
read head. Account numbers, such as credit and bank debit card account numbers, that are 
encoded onto magnetic stripes or otherwise may be read and used for identification purposes 
separately from their use in providing a payment account. Checking account numbers may 
similarly be read through automated equipment known to practitioners in the relevant arts that 
will produce an electronically readable account number and the account number may be used 
to identify the customer in addition to tracking data associated with purchases. 

The electronically readable list of purchase selections and an identification of the 
customer making that purchase is communicated to the purchase database 102. The data 
stored in the purchase database 102 is illustrated in figure 2. Purchase database 102 contains 
a plurality of purchase data records 208, each one of which has a structure similar to the 
example purchase data record 201 . Purchase data record 201 comprises a customer ID field 
202 which contains an identification of the customer who made the purchase. The data stored 
in the customer ID field 202 is based upon the customer identification technique used by the 
POS system 105. The preferred embodiment uses a frequent shopper card with a unique 
identification number encoded within a printed barcode and the customer ID field 202 in the 
preferred embodiment contains that number. The purchase data record 201 also comprises a 
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time/date field 203 which contains the time and date of the purchase. The purchase data 
record 201 further comprises a variable length record containing the purchase list 204. The 
purchase list 204 comprises the electronically readable list of purchase selections purchased 
by that customer during that purchase transaction. The data stored in the purchase list 204 
may be the bar code identifiers produced by the scanner 106 during the checkout process, or 
the POS system 105 may translate those codes into other codes used by the retailer. 

The complementary information server 101 accesses the plurality of purchase data 
records 208 stored into the purchase database 102 to determine which complementary 
information, a recipe in the preferred embodiment, to send to customers. The present 
invention stores complementary information, such as usage suggestions and recipes, in 
association with one or more product identifiers, referred to as a specified set of items, that 
are the items to which the complementary information pertains. If a customer has recently 
purchased the items contained within a specified set of items, the complementary information 
associated with that specified set of items will be sent to that customer. All customers who 
purchase the specified set of items may receive the complementary information associated 
therewith, or a specified set of items may be stored in association with one or more customer 
identifications. Customers who may receive certain complementary information may be 
limited by storing the specified set of items that is associated with that information in 
association with that customer's identification and only providing the information to those 
customers who purchase the specified set of items that is stored in association with their 
identification. 

The complementary information database 103 contains a plurality of data records, 
which each comprises a specified set of items and complementary information for the 
products listed in the associated specified set of items. A complementary information record 
300, which contains usage complementary information and an associated specified set of 
items, is illustrated in figure 3. A plurality of complementary information records 300 are 
stored in the complementary information database 103. Figure 3 shows that the 
complementary information record 300 comprises complementary information 301 and a 
specified set of items definition 302. The complementary infomation in the preferred 
embodiment will be a recipe which uses some or all of the food products contained in the 
specified set of items definition 302. This recipe will contain instructions on how to prepare 
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a meal using those food products. The complementary information 301 may optionally 
contain a recipe that requires products that the customer has not recently purchased and may 
further contain a purchase recommendation for an additional item. This purchase 
recommendation may further contain a purchasing incentive, such as a coupon or notification 
of a special promotion for that product. This notified special promotion may be a discount 
which the customer receives by purchasing the product and presenting his or her 
identification. The recipe may further include information concerning a product which 
complements a recently purchased item as well as a purchasing incentive for that product. An 
example of this latter case is providing a purchaser of nacho chips information concerning, 
along with a purchase incentive for, a particular brand of salsa. Purchasing incentives which 
may be provided by the present invention include a coupon which will allow the customer to 
receive a discount on a purchase of the item. 

Figure 3 further shows that the specified set of items 302 stored by the preferred 
embodiment comprises an item list 303 and a corresponding Hst comprising a maximum time 
since purchase 304 for each item contained in the item list. The item list contains a plurality 
of items that are related to the complementary information. In the preferred embodiment, the 
complementary information is a recipe which uses some of the items contained within the 
item list 303. 

Each item in the item list 303 has an associated maximum time since purchase 304, 
This optional parameter is supplied by the retailer or operator in order to more effectively 
estimate the products that the customer has on hand when the complementary information 
will be received. The maximum time since purchase 304 is an estimate of the amount of time 
it will take a customer to consume an item after purchasing it. The recipe or other usage 
suggestion should be received by the customer before the customer has consumed the product 
in order to be more useful. The food items that are the purchases of interest in the present 
invention are usually consumed within a few days of purchase (e.g. most perishables), but 
some items, such as spices or bulk items, will take an average household longer to consume. 
The maximum time since purchase for each item will allow the expected usage pattern of the 
item to be approximated and accounted for in estimating the food items the customer has on 
hand when the complementary information is sent to him o;: her. Other items may have 
specified a long maximum time since purchase or have a cede in this field, such as to 
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indicate that the item is not consumed. Items which are not consumed include tools or 
utensils, e.g. a juicer, and a recipe may be sent to a purchaser of a juicer and who recently 
purchased other products that may be juiced. 

Alternative embodiments may not include a separate data element for the maximum 
time since purchase 304 in the complementary information database. These alternative 
embodiments may simply assume that all items are consumed within the same time period 
after purchase and use this assumed uniform consumption time instead of storing individual 
consumption times for each item. These embodiments may still store data which 
differentiates between consumed and non-consumed items. Yet other embodiments may not 
consider the time since the items were last purchase, and simply send the complementary 
mformation assuming that the customer may purchase the same or similar item after 
consuming the item purchased in the recorded purchase transaction. 

The use of a maximum time since purchase improves the effectiveness of analyzing 
the purchases made by a customer during multiple purchase transactions. The 
complementary information server 101 may recall multiple purchase data records 201 which 
contain the equivalent customer identification stored in the customer ID field 202. The 
purchases on these multiple lists may be combined and analyzed to determine which products 
the customer is likely to have on hand. 

The customer database 1 04 stores information related to each customer with an 
identification that is recognized by the retailer. In order to allow an embodiment of the 
present invention to send complementary information to the customers, the customer database 
104 stores the addressing information for each customer who uses a customer identification 
read in conjunction with item purchases. The stored address may comprise an Internet e-mail 
address, a postal mailing address or other delivery specifications used by the particular 
embodiment. A specification of a world wide web page for individual customers may also be 
stored in association with customers identifications in the customer database 1 04 to allow 
complementary information to be provided to that customer through that world wide web 
page. The customer database 104 may also comprise demographic and household data for 
each customer to ftirther base complementary information selections or to modify the 
estimated time to consume purchased products that is based upon the maximum time since 
purchase 304 parameter. For example, an embodiment may use maximum time since 
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purchase parameters assuming a family of four persons. That embodiment may use 
demographic data stored about families to assume that a family of eight will consume 
products twice as fast as the assumed family, and use only half of the stored maximum time 
since purchase to calculate the amount of time a customer will have the product on hand. The 
data stored in the customer database 104 is stored in association with an indication of the 
customer identification read by the ID reader 115 during the purchase of the items. 

Alternative embodiments of the present invention may store some specified sets of 
items and associated complementary information in association with customer identifications 
in the customer database 104. These embodiments will examine purchase transaction items 
purchased by a customer to determine if they include all of the items in a specified set of 
items that is stored in association with that customer's identification. Purchase transaction 
items purchased by other customers are not compared to specified sets of items stored in 
association with a customer's identification. 

The present invention may further select a plurality of recipes based upon the recent 
purchases of the customer, wherein the plurality of recipes is based upon the customer's 
recent purchases. This plurality of recipes may be used by the customer to plan a sequence of 
meals, i.e. as a meal planner. The recipes contained within this plurality may contain further 
purchase suggestions to complete the recipe's requirements, and optionally provide 
purchasing incentives to encourage the customer to purchase these ftirther items. The 
purchase incentives may consist of a coupon or the specification of a discount available to the 
customer upon presenting his or her identification, 

Altemative embodiments of the present invention may be used outside of retail 
grocery sales and distribute complementary information that include further purchase 
suggestions based upon an item a customer has recently purchased. Examples of altemative 
applications for the present invention include sending complementary information comprising 
movie rental suggestions when a movie rental customer has rented a particular movie. The 
movie rental suggestion will be based upon the first movie rental and may be a similar movie 
or a sequel to the first movie rental. The same type of operation may also be applied to book 
sales such that the complementary information is received by the customer at the time the 
customer is estimated to have finished a recently purchased book and is therefore interested in 
purchasing a new book. Other information which is useful to the customer, such a warranty 
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information concerning the recently purchased product itself, may also be automatically sent 
to the customer. Providing this information may encourage customers to participate in the 
service provided by the present invention. 

The complementary information may be provided to the customer through a variety of 
channels. The information may be provided via electronic communications such as Internet 
e-mail. Internet e-mail may be sent by an e-mail server 108 that is electronically connected to 
the complementary information server 101. The e-mail server 108 formats and sends 
electronic mail messages through the Internet computer network 109 to an e-mail reader 1 10 
that is used by the destination customer. The e-mail reader 1 10 displays the information 
contained in the e-mail message and allows the customer to read and print the information. 

Information may also be provided to customers by sending printed information 
through conventional mail or other physical delivery systems. The mail server 1 07 of the 
preferred embodiment is a mailing service which will send the individualized information to 
the destination customer. The delivery of information through these methods uses either 
electronic communications addresses or physical delivery addresses which are stored for each 
customer in the customer database 104. 

Alternative embodiments of the present invention may provide complementary 
information by providing each customer with an individualized world wide web page that 
contains the complementary information. A world wide web page may be stored on a world 
wide web server 1 12. The world wide web server 1 12 is electronically connected to the 
complementary information server 101 and receives the complementary information to 
display to each customer. The world wide web server 1 12 maintains a page or multiple pages 
for each user, and updates these pages to include the complementary information received 
from the complementary information server 101 . These embodiments may limit access to the 
individualized world wide web pages through passwords or may allow open access to the web 
pages. The address of the individualized world wide web pages may be chosen to include the 
customer's name , or be tied to a customer's account number. The information provided 
through the individualized world wide web page may further include illustrations of products 
or finished dishes which were made with a recipe provided through that page. The data 
which defines the individualized world wide web page is communicated to a world wide web 
browser 1 13 over the Internet world wide computer network 109. The world wide web 
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browser 1 13 is used by a customer to receive the complementary information and the world 
wide web browser 1 13 allows the customer to view and print the information contained on 
the page. 

Properly timing the delivery of the complementary information so as to allow its 
delivery during a time span of anticipated interest by the customer will increase its 
effectiveness. E-mail messages sent to arrive at desirable times of the day are more likely to 
cause action on the part of the customer. Timing physical mailings to arrive on the day of 
most likely interest will also improve the chances the customer will act on the information 
received. Lunch and dinner recipes delivered by e-mail will be most effective if received 
sufficiently prior to the customer's starting that meal's preparation that the customer may use 
the recipe. Movie rental suggestions, as well as dinner recipes, will be most effective if sent 
to working customers if they are received at the workplace just prior to leaving for the 
evening. The present invention is configured to have the e-mail server 108, send the 
complementary information so as to cause delivery at the most effective time for the 
information. 

The complementary information server 101 and associated databases, the purchase 
database 102, complementary information database 103 and customer database 104, as well 
as the e-mail server may be hosted on a commercially available personal computer suitably 
programmed in accordance with the above teachings. The required programming may be 
performed by practitioners in the relevant arts. The mail server 107 may be a commercial 
bulk mailing service engaged in directed promotional advertising. 

Obviously, numerous modifications and variations of the present invention are 
possible in light of the above teachings. It is therefore to be understood that within the scope 
of the appended claims, the invention may be practiced otherwise than as specifically 
described herein. 
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Claims: 

1 . A computer implemented method of distributing complementary information 
purchasers of products, comprising the steps of: 

storing information in association with identification of a specified set of items; 
determining a customer identification during a purchase transaction; 
identifying purchase transaction items purchased in said purchase transaction; 
generating a determination by determining if said purchase transaction items 
include each purchasable item in said specified set of items; 

and 

depending providing to said customer said information stored in association with 
said specified set of items upon said determination. 
A method according to claim 1, wherein said specified set of items is also stored in 
association with said customer identification. 

A method according to claim 1, wherein said step of determining said customer 
identification comprises reading an identification number encoded into a bar code. 
A method according to claim 1, wherein said step of determining said customer 
identification comprises reading an identification number encoded into magnetic 
stripe. 

A method according to claim 1, wherein said step of determining said customer 
identification comprises reading customer biometrics. 

A method according to claim 1, wherein said step of determining said customer 
identification comprises reading an identification number associated with a customer's 
payment account. 

A method according to claim 6, wherein said customer's payment account is one of a 

checking account, a credit card account, and a debit card account. 

A method according to claim 1, wherein said items are purchasable items. 

A method according to claim 1 , wherein said items are products. 

A method according to claim 1, wherein said items are services. 

A method according to claim 1, wherein said determination fiirther depends upon the 

time interval between when said determination is made and when an item in said set 

of purchased items was purchased. 
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12. A method according to claiixi 1 , wherein said specified set of items contains one item. 

13. A method according to claim 1 , wherein said specified set of items contains more than 
one item. 

14. A method according to claim 1, wherein said step of providing to said customer said 
information occurs at a time prior to an expected time of consumption of some or all 
items comprising said specified set of items. 

1 5. A method according to claim 14, wherein said expected time of consumption is stored 
in association with each of said item within said specified set of items. 

16. A method according to claim 14, wherein said expected time of consumption depends 
upon customer demographics. 

1 7. A method according to claim 1 , wherein said specified set of items is associated with 
a specified time period relative to a purchase of said specified set of items and 
wherein said step of providing to said customer said information is performed during 
said specified time period. 

1 8. A method according to claim 1 , wherein said complementary information comprises a 
purchase recommendation for an additional item based upon a customer preference 
determined from said purchase transaction items. 

1 9. A method according to claim 1 8, wherein said step of providing to said customer said 
information occurs during a time span of anticipated interest by said customer for said 
additional item, said time span determined by an amount of time elapsed since said 
purchase transaction. 

20. A method according to claim 1 8, wherein said purchase transaction items comprises a 
movie rental. 

21. A method according to claim 1 8, wherein said purchase transaction items comprises a 
book purchase. 

22. A method according to claim 1 8, wherein said purchase transaction items comprises a 
food purchase. 

23. A method according to claim 1 8, wherein said information ftirther comprises a 
purchase incentive for said additional item. 

24. A method according to claim 1, further comprising the step of maintaining a customer 
database comprising an electronic communication address or e-mail address stored in 
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association with a stored customer identification and wherein said step of providing to 
said customer said information comprises sending an electronic communication to an 
e-mail or electronic communications address stored in association with said customer. 
A method according to claim 1 , further comprising the step of maintaining a customer 
database comprising a postal address stored in association with a stored customer 
identification and wherein said step of providing to said customer said information 
comprises mailing printed material to a postal address stored in association with said 
customer. 

A method according to claim 1, further comprising the step of maintaining a 
personalized world wide web page for a customer and wherein said step of providing 
to said customer said information comprises providing said information on said 
personalized world wide web page. 

A method according to claim I, wherein said specified set of items comprises food 
items. 

A method according to claim 27, wherein said complementary information comprises 
a recipe calling for the use of one or more item contained within said specified set of 
items. 

A method according to claim 28, wherein said recipe further comprises a purchasing 
incentive for items called for within said recipe but were not included within said 
purchase transaction items. 

A method according to claim 27, wherein said complementary information comprises 
a plurality of recipes calling for the use of one or more items contained within said 
specified set of items. 

A system for distributing complementary infonmation to purchasers of products, 
comprising: 

an suggestion database, said suggestion data based operating to store information 
in association with identification of a specified set of items; 

customer identification customer identification means identification during a 
purchase transaction; 

a point of sale system for identifying purchase transaction items purchased in said 
purchase transaction; 
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means for generating a determination by detemiining if said purchase transaction 
items include each purchasable item in said specified set of items; 

and 

means for depending providing to said customer said information stored in 
association with said specified set of items upon said determination. 

32. A system according to claim 3 1 , wherein said specified set of items is also stored in 
association with said customer identification. 

33 . A system according to claim 3 1 , wherein said customer identification means 
identification comprises a bar code scanner for reading an identification number 
encoded into a bar code. 

34. A system according to claim 3 1 , wherein said customer identification means 
identification comprises a magnetic stripe reader for reading an identification number 
encoded into magnetic stripe. 

35. A system according to claim 3 1 , wherein said customer identification means 
identification comprises means for reading customer biometrics. 

36. A system according to claim 3 1 , wherein said customer identification means 
identification comprises means for reading an identification number associated with a 
customer's payment account. 

37. A system according to claim 36, wherein said customer's payment account is one of a 
checking account, a credit card account, and a debit card account. 

38. A system according to claim 3 1 , wherein said items are purchasable items. 

39. A system according to claim 3 1 , wherein said items are products. 

40. A system according to claim 3 1 , wherein said items are services. 

41. A system according to claim 3 1 , wherein said determination ftirther depends upon the 
time interval between when said determination is made and when an item in said set 
of purchased items was purchased. 

42. A system according to claim 3 1 , wherein said specified set of items contains one item. 

43. A system according to claim 3 1 , wherein said specified set of items contains more 
than one item. 

44. A system according to claim 3 1 , wherein said means for providing to said customer 
said information operates at a time prior to an expected time of consumption of some 



-17- 



wo 01/45062 



PCT/USOO/02532 



or all items comprising said specified set of items. 

A system according to claim 44, wherein said expected time of consumption is stored 
in association with each of said item within said specified set of items. 
A system according to claim 44, wherein said expected time of consumption depends 
upon customer demographics. 

A system according to claim 31, wherein said specified set of items is associated with 
a specified time period relative to a purchase of said specified set of items and 
wherein said means for providing to said customer said information operates during 
said specified time period. 

A system according to claim 31, wherein said complementary information comprises 
a purchase recommendation for an additional item based upon a customer preference 
determined from said purchase transaction items. 

A system according to claim 48, wherein said means for providing to said customer 
said information operates during a time span of anticipated interest by said customer 
for said additional item, said time span determined by an amount of time elapsed since 
said purchase transaction. 

A system according to claim 48, wherein said purchase transaction items comprise a 
movie rental. 

A system according to claim 48, wherein said purchase transaction items comprise a 
book purchase. 

A system according to claim 48, wherein said purchase transaction items comprise a 
food purchase. 

A system according to claim 48, wherein said information further comprises a 
purchase incentive for said additional item. 

A system according to claim 3 1 , further comprising a customer database comprising 
an electronic communication address or e-mail address stored in association with a 
customer identification and wherein said means for providing to said customer said 
information comprises means for sending an electronic communication to an e-mail or 
electronic communications address stored in association with said customer. 
A system according to claim 31, further comprising a customer database which stores 
a postal address in association with a customer identification and wherein said means 
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for providing to said custom* ;r said information comprises means for mailing printed 
material to a postal address scored in association with said customer. 
A system according to claim 31 , further comprising a personalized world wide web 
page for said customer and wherein said means for providing to said customer said 
information comprises means for providing said information on said personalized 
world wide web page. 

A system according to claim 3 1 , wherein said specified set of items comprises food 
items. 

A system according to claim 57, wherein said complementary information comprises 
a recipe calling for the use of one or more item contained within said specified set of 
items. 

A system according to claim 58, wherein said recipe further comprises a purchasing 
incentive for items called for within said recipe but were not included within said 
purchase transaction items. 

A system according to claim 57, wherein said complementary information comprises 
a plurality of recipes calling for the use of one or more items contained within said 
specified set of items. 

A computer program product comprising a computer storage medium having a 
computer program embedded in said computer storage medium for causing a 
computer to distribute complementary information to purchasers of products, said 
computer program performing the steps of: 

storing information in association with identification of a specified set of items; 

determining a customer identification during a purchase transaction; 

identifying purchase transaction items purchased in said purchase transaction; 

generating a determination by determining if said purchase transaction items 
include each purchasable item in said specified set of items; 

and 

depending providing to said customer said information stored in association with 
said specified set of items upon said determination. 
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AMENDED CLAIMS 

[received by the Internationa] Bureau on 16 February 2001 (16.02.01); 
original claims 1-61 replaced by new claims 1-61 (6 pages)] 
1, A computer implemented method of distributing complementary product information 
to purchasers of products, comprising Jie steps of: 

storing complementary product information in association with an identification of a 
specified set of items; 

determining a customer identification during a current purchase transaction; 
identifying current purchase transaction items purchased during said current purchase 
transaction; 

identifying previously-purchased items which a customer purchased within an expiration 
time of said previously-purchased items, said expiration time based on a past history utilization of 
said previously-purchased items by said customer; 

determining if said current purchase transaction items and said previously-purchased items 
include every item in said specified set of items; 

and 

providing said customer with said complementary product information upon a positive 
determination from said determining step. 

2. A method according to claim L wherein said specified set of items is stored in 
association with said customer identification. 

3. A method according to claim I, wherein said step of determining a customer 
identification comprises: 

reading an identification number encoded in a bar code. 

4. A method according to claim 1 , wherein said step of determining a customer 
identification comprises: 

reading an identification number encoded in a magnetic stripe. 

5. A method according to claim 1, wherein said step of determining a customer 
identification comprises: 

reading customer biometrics. 

6. A method according to claim 1, wherein said step of determining said customer 
identification comprises: 

reading an identification number associated with a customer's payment account. 

7. A method according to claim 6, wherein said step of reading an identification number 
comprises: 

reading one of a checking account, a credit card account, and a debit card account. 

8. A method according to claim 1 , wherein said step of storing comprises: 
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identifying a set of purchasable items. 

9. A method according to claim 1, wherein said step of storing comprises: 
identifying a set of products. 

10. A method according to claim I, wherein said step of storing comprises: 
identifying a set of services. 

1 1. A method according to claim 1, wherein said step of determining comprises: 
calculating a time interval between when said step of determining is made and when an 

item of said previously-purchased items was purchased; and 

determining if said time interval is longer than said expiration time. 

12. A method according to claim 1 , wherein said step of storing comprises: 
storing a set of said items containing one item. 

13. A method according to claim 1, wherein said step of storing comprises: 
storing a set of said items containing more than one item. 

14. A method according to claim 1, wherein said step of providing occurs within said 
expiration time. 

15. A method according to claim 14, wherein said step of determining comprises: 
storing an expected time of consumption as the expiration time in association with each of 

specified set of items. 

16. A method according to claim 14, wherein said step of storing an expected time of 
consumption comprises: 

varying the expected time according to customer demographics. 

17. A method according to claim I, wherein said step of storing complementary product 
information stores a time-dependent set of items associated with a specified time period relative to 
a purchase of said time-dependent set of items and wherein said step of providing is performed 
during said specified time period. 

18. A method according to claim 1, wherein said step of storing complementary 
product information comprises: 

storing a purchase recommendation for an additional item based upon a customer 
preference determined from said previously-purchased transaction items. 

19. A method according to claim 18, wherein said step of providing to said customer 
occurs during a time span of anticipated interest by said customer for said additional item, said 
time span determined by an amount of time elapsed since said current purchase transaction. 

20. A method according to claim 18, wherein said step of identifying current purchase 
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transaction items comprises: 

identifying a movie rental. 

21. A method according to claim 18, wherein said step of identifying current purchase 
transaction items comprises: 

identifying a book purchase. 

22. A method according to claim 18, wherein said step of identifying current purchase 
transaction items comprises: 

identifying a food purchase. 

23. A method according to claim 1 8, wherein said step of storing complementary 
product information comprises: 

storing a purchase incentive as said additional item. 

24. A method according to claim 1 , further comprising the step of: 

maintaining a customer database comprising at least one of an electronic communication 
address and an e-mail address stored in association with a stored customer identification, wherein 
said step of providing said customer includes the step of sending an electronic communication to 
said at least one of an electronic communication address and an e-mail. 

25. A method according to claim 1 , further comprising the step of: 

maintaining a customer database comprising a postal address stored in association with a 
stored customer identification, 

wherein said step of providing said customer includes the step of mailing printed material 
to said postal address. 

26. A method according to claim 1, further comprising the step of: 
maintaining a personalized world wide web page for a customer. 

wherein said step of providing said customer includes the step of providing said 
information on said personalized world wide web page. 

27. A method according to claim 1, wherein said step of storing comprises: 
storing as the specified set of items food items. 

28. A method according to claim 27, wherein said step of storing complementary product 
information comprises: 

storing a recipe for an use of at least one item contained within said specified set of items. 

29. A method according to claim 28, wherein said step of storing a recipe comprises: 
storing a purchasing incentive for non-purchased items called for within said recipe but 

not included within said current purchase transaction and said previously-purchased items. 
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30. A method according to claim 27, wherein said step of storing complementary product 
information comprises: 

storing a plurality of recipes calling for an use of one or more items contained within said 
specified set of items. 

31. A system for distributing complementary product information to purchasers of 
products, comprising: 

a suggestion database, said suggestion data based configured to store information in 
association with an identification of a specified set of items; 

means for customer identification customer identification means which identifies a 
customer during a current purchase transaction; 

a point of sale system configured to identify current purchase transaction items purchased 
in said current purchase transaction; 

means for identifying previously-purchased items which a customer purchased within an 
expiration time of said previously-purchased items with said expiration time based on a past 
history utilization of said previously-purchased items by said customer: 

means for determining if said current purchase transaction items and said previously- 
purchased items include every item in said specified set of items; and 

means for providing said customer with said complementary product information upon a 
positive determination in said determining step. 

32. A system according to claim 31, wherein said specified set of items is stored in 
association with said customer identification. 

33. A system according to claim 31, wherein said means for customer identification 
identification comprises: 

a bar code scanner for reading an identification number encoded into a bar code. 

34. A system according to claim 31, wherein said means for customer identification 
identification comprises: 

a magnetic stripe reader for reading an identification number encoded into magnetic stripe. 

35. A system according to claim 31, wherein said means for customer identification 
identification comprises: 

means for reading customer biometrics. 

36. A system according to claim 31, wherein said means for customer identification 
identification comprises: 

means for reading an identification number associated with a customer's payment account. 
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37. A system according to claim 36, wherein said customer's payment account comprises: 
at least one of a checking acc<>unt, a credit card account, and a debit card account 

38. A system according to claim 31, wherein said items comprise purchasable items. 

39. A system according to claim 31, wherein said items comprise products. 

40. A system according to claim 31, wherein said items comprise services. 

41. A system according to claim 31, wherein said means for determination determines a 
time interval between when a determination is made and when an item of said previously- 
purchased items was purchased. 

42. A system according to claim 31, wherein said specified set of items contains one item. 

43. A system according to claim 31, wherein said specified set of items contains more than 
one item, 

44. A system according to claim 3 1 , wherein said means for providing provides said 
information at a time prior to an expected time of consumption of some or all items in said 
specified set of items. 

45. A system according to claim 44, wherein said expected time of consumption is stored 
in association with each item of said specified set. 

46. A system according to claim 44, wherein said expected time of consumption depends 
upon customer demographics. 

47. A system according to claim 31 , wherein said specified set of items is associated with 
a specified time period relative to a purchase of said specified set of items and wherein said means 
for providing provides said information during said specified time period. 

48. A system according to claim 31, wherein said complementary product information 
comprises a purchase recommendation for an additional item based upon a customer preference 
determined from said current purchase transaction and said previously-purchased items. 

49. A system according to claim 48, wherein said means for providing provides said 
information during a time span of anticipated interest by said customer for said additional item, 
said time span determined by an amount of time elapsed since said current purchase transaction. 

50. A system according to claim 48, wherein said current purchase transaction items 
comprise a movie rental. 

51. A system according to claim 48, wherein said current purchase transaction items 
comprise a book purchase. 

52. A system according to claim 48, wherein said current purchase transaction items 
comprise a food purchase. 
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53. A system according to claim 48, wherein said complementary product information 
comprises a purchase incentive for said additional item. 

54. A system according to claim 31, further comprising: 

a customer database including at least one of an electronic communication address and an 
e-mail address stored in association with a customer identification, 

wherein said means for providing includes means for sending an electronic 
communication to said at least one of an electronic communication address and an e-mail address. 

55. A system according to claim 31, further comprising; 

a customer database which stores a postal address in association with a customer 
identification, 

wherein said means for providing includes means for mailing printed material to said 
postal address. 

56. A system according to claim 31, further comprising: 
a personalized world wide web page for said customer, 

wherein said means for providing includes means for providing said information on said 
personalized world wide web page. 

57. A system according to claim 3 1 , wherein said specified set of items comprises: 
food items. 

58. A system according to claim 57, wherein said complementary product information 
comprises: 

a recipe calling for an use of one or more item contained within said specified set of items. 

59. A system according to claim 58, wherein said recipe further comprises: 

a purchasing incentive for non-purchased items called for within said recipe but not 
included within said current purchase transaction and said previously-purchased items. 

60. A system according to claim 57, wherein said complementary information comprises: 
a plurality of recipes calling for an use of one or more items contained within said 

specified set of items. 

61 . A computer program product comprising a computer storage medium having a 
computer program embedded in said computer storage medium for causing a computer to perform 
the method recited in any one of the claims 1-30. 
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